Peer observation of teaching (POT) is presented as a valuable mechanism allowing for the dissemination of 'best practice' within university teaching. With the rapid rise of online learning courses, it might be expected that POT would be extended to the online environment. In practice, however, it appears that this development is inconsistent. Likewise, there has been little research into the experiences of those who deliver online teaching, with research focused more on the technological aspects than on teaching methodology. Using a document analysis of a sample of UK universities and interviews with academics to assess a cross section of current institutional practice, this paper explores the intersection between POT and the online delivery of teaching and learning. The findings indicate that POT has not yet become a standard evaluative and/or developmental process in e-learning environments, although some universities do implement it within their CPD (Continuous Professional Development) or teacher-training programmes.
Introduction
Peer observation of teaching (POT) in academic environments is a process undertaken for a variety of purposes, including staff development, quality monitoring, and staff promotion decisions (Gosling, 2005:5) . The POT literature generally views it as a process that can benefit the professional development of lecturers and tutors (McKinnon, 2001; Gosling, 2002; Hammersley-Fletcher and Orsmond, 2005) . Gosling (2005:13) identifies three broad models of POT:  An evaluation model based on a summative approach, aiming to assist managerial and personnel decisions or to comply with quality standards and to prepare for audits;  A developmental model based on a formative approach, helping academic staff to improve their teaching practice and to qualify for fellowship or membership of professional bodies;  A collaborative model based on a formative approach, aspiring to develop a community of practice for the improvement of teaching.
It is reported that a majority of universities use a combination of models (Gosling and O'Connor, 2009) , with POT often deployed, following the recruitment of new lecturers, as a tool for evaluation during their probationary period. Many universities implement POT in cycles of one or two years for developmental purposes for all staff, using a collaborative model (Gosling, 2005) . Others adopt a university-wide process, especially in the case of probationary lecturers, although others are organised on a departmental level.
Some concerns have been raised about the implementation of POT and the potential risks arising from the process. Gosling and O'Connor (2009:7) claim that "many staff are illequipped, without further training to evaluate and provide feedback on the effectiveness of  Open learning, where the learner defines independently what, when and how to study without formal and compulsory classroom participation.
A 2013 paper from the Changing the Learning Landscape (CLL) partnership highlights major cultural issues that can act as barriers in the implementation of Technology-Enhanced Learning (TEL) strategies; it also points out that development of the digital literacy of stakeholders and institutional in-house collaboration are both important issues for a more uniform and consistent provision of e-learning tools (ALT, 2013) . The rapid integration of digital technologies into university teaching has created both debate about and research into the role of teachers in e-learning. Goodyear et al (2001) define eight roles for teachers involved in online teaching, highlighting the role of 'technologist' as a new element. In addition, existing roles can be seen to change as a result of the online influence on the whole teaching environment. For example, the role of facilitator assumes a new dimension, with the internet producing an enormous amount of content and thus requiring the guidance of a teacher to enable learners to access the most relevant sources. Baran et al (2011) reviewed eleven key articles published since 2000 and examined online teacher roles and competencies. This study also emphasises the role of technologist. Rogers (2013:231) also highlights another significant development, the 'reprofessionalization' of teachers working in the e-learning environment. This remark is pertinent in terms of the continuous professional development (CPD) of university teachers, as the extensive use of technology requires them to upgrade themselves continuously through appropriate training (Armellini and Jones, 2008) .
In the context of the emergence of blended learning, Gosling (2014:18) argues that "POT has to be radically reconsidered to accommodate this form of delivery", suggesting a need to move to a model of peer review of teaching that is more flexible and more inclusive of the whole range of activities involved in designing, delivering and assessing teaching. However, in practice, the development of POT to accommodate the online environment appears to be patchy at best; for example, The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) has never required POT to be used in the context of e-learning (Swinglehurst et al, 2008) , which perhaps helps also to explain a relative lack of research in this area. McKenzie and Parker (2011) highlight this, whilst noting that many subjects in universities in English-speaking countries are now delivered in blended mode or online environments. Kraglund-Gauthier et al (2010) also point out that there has been little research into the experiences of teachers as they shift from face-to-face to online teaching, more research having been done on the technologies, methods and tools used in the online environment than on the delivery of teaching. 'Peer-to-peer Reflection on Pedagogical Practice' (PROP) model to implement in a webbased master's degree programme, focused upon six main themes, some of which are also common to face-to-face POT: anxieties provoked by POT; teaching reviewed as 'performance evaluation' leading to little learning; tensions inherent in the practice of POT; defining 'good' online teaching; redefining POT as collective 'sense-making'; the opportunity for innovation and collaboration. Their research went on to argue that effective implementation of POT in the online environment required: ensuring clarity of purpose; ensuring that the process remains 'true' to its purpose; moving away from conceptualising teaching as performance; fostering a team culture valuing critical discourse about teaching; ensuring protected time; exploiting the unique features of the online environment (e.g. the permanency of the record, the opportunity to expand POT beyond what is observed within the classroom, the opportunity to reflect on new conceptualisations of learning); fostering a climate of trust, mutual support, and ownership (Swinglehurst et al, 2008:390-91 Bennett and Barp (2008:568) note that one issue particular to the nature of online learning concerns the difficulty of selecting and isolating a 'chunk' of learning and teaching activity to be the focus of online peer observation. Classroom-based peer observation typically involves an observer's attending a distinct 'lesson', whereas online courses are not necessarily organised in terms of 'lessons' and structuring observation may not be as straightforward as suggested by Tonkin and Baker (2003) , who talk of replacing a 45-60 minute classroom observation by logging into the VLE a number of times over a week, on the basis that "one week in Blackboard is equivalent to a week's worth of face-to-face class time" (Tonkin and Baker, 2003:3) . Bennett and Barp (2008:568) Beckton and Penney (2011:12) argue that the POT process could be an effective way for educational developers to reach more staff for development purposes.
As Bennett and Barp (2008:559) 
Methodology for the analysis of university documents
In order to ascertain the extent and nature of POT implementation, with particular reference to the online environment, a review of documents and webpages of UK universities was undertaken. Documents on POT were assessed against a number of criteria, including: whether they were available online, whether they referred to POT in e-learning environments and whether POT procedures had been developed by the university itself or adapted from other universities.
Via the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) and Universities UK websites, a total of 130 universities were identified. Of these, 103 university websites were consulted in more detail, in two stages. In the first stage, three key phrases were used to identify relevant webpages and documents:
1. Peer Observation of Teaching 2. Academic Development 3. Learning and Teaching Strategy
In the second stage, when POT-related documents were gathered, a search within the documents was made using the phrase 'Technology Enhanced Learning', in order to gain more insight into the HEI's relevant strategies.
It was decided to undertake further analysis on twenty per cent (twenty) of the universities, selected randomly, on the basis that this would constitute a significant sample of the whole.
Analysis of university documents
The main objective of the analysis was to determine the extent to which POT was implemented within university environments, with subsidiary criteria aimed at identifying whether POT was included in the university's Teaching and Learning Strategy documents, how the e-learning environment was promoted at the university, and whether the online environment was included as part of the POT process. One criterion addressed whether the Higher Education Academy (HEA) fellowship was cited, on the basis that this would be an important measure in understanding how committed the university was to the UK Professional Standards Framework (UKPSF). Also, as postgraduate programmes in academic development, which aim for academic staff to obtain the HEA fellowship, incorporate the process of POT in their syllabus, it was felt to be important to identify whether the Postgraduate Certificate in Higher Education programmes were voluntary or compulsory in these institutions as well.
The analysis of the sample list of universities indicates that seventeen out of twenty had policies for POT that were available via their webpages. However, only half of the universities had the relevant POT forms available publicly on their website, with some explicitly indicating that they were limited to staff access on that institution's intranet.
Teaching and Learning or Teaching, Learning and Assessment Strategies were publicly available for eleven out of twenty universities. However, none of these documents, where they were available, included POT explicitly, although some mentioned peer review or peer mentoring. For example, the University of Wolverhampton noted its aim to "Develop academic and professional communities of practice for example, through supportive and developmental peer review and reflection in order to increase the systematic dissemination and embedding of good practice in learning and teaching and related subject and pedagogical research" (University of Wolverhampton, 2013). However, many such documents appeared to be aimed more at current and prospective students than staff.
Twelve out of twenty universities indicated a centralised department that oversaw the implementation of POT and seven of the universities in the sample claimed that they had recently (2010-2013) reviewed their POT processes. Where stated, most universities (twelve out of fourteen) intended POT to cover all academic staff, whilst two focused on new staff or those in their probationary period. All of the universities that mentioned frequency of POT implementation (twelve out of twenty) implemented POT annually or bi-annually, therefore indicating that it was implemented as a cyclical, continuous procedure. Most universities appeared to apply POT as a university-wide policy; however, at the same time, it was clear that in many cases schools and departments could adapt university-wide guidelines to their individual requirements. Only five universities out of twenty made direct reference to online activities as part of their POT process. Two of these had POT forms specifically designed for e-learning/teaching, one had a dedicated page describing an e-tutoring scenario for peer review and the other two mentioned virtual learning environments in their POT guide. None of the universities in the sample had any Technology Enhanced Learning strategy in their websites. However, several universities had dedicated e-learning/online learning pages. One, (the University of Wolverhampton) had two guides referring to TEL and Blended e-learning.
All but three universities endorsed HEA fellowship on their website. All except one university cited a Postgraduate Certificate in Higher Education programme. Most universities offered these certificate courses on voluntary basis to all staff, but seven made it mandatory for new lecturers or probationary lecturers.
The analysis of university webpages and documents points to a number of tentative conclusions. Firstly, the implementation of POT processes appears to be fairly ubiquitous in UK universities, with most institutions implementing it as a formal procedure on a universitywide basis. However, they tend to be at pains to emphasise that it is a developmental rather than a judgemental process and, where it is mandatory, this tends to be only for newer staff and those on probation. Moreover, the actual implementation of POT tends to allow departments and individual academics a good deal of freedom to interpret the guidelines as they see fit, again avoiding claims of heavy-handedness, with flexibility around the frequency and nature of observation, and also the nature of the activities being observed.
This flexibility tends to lead to vagueness in the guidelines concerning the nature of activities to be observed, with classroom observation seen as the key area for observation, but little clarity on what else does and does not count as a teaching/learning activity. Some guidelines mention e-learning environments as areas that could be covered, but few go as far as the University of Leicester in providing specific forms for the e-learning environment.
The analysis shows that the Postgraduate Certificate in Higher Education has become the norm amongst UK universities, especially for new lecturers, and it is clear that this is a route through which participants are exposed to POT in various environments, including elearning.
Finally, in a few universities it can be seen that POT is becoming a part of wider Peer Review or Support schemes. Such schemes are keen to demonstrate that they are not about expanding central observation, but rather an extension of the developmental nature of peer assessment, and a further move away from the box ticking procedures of the past (Shortland, 2004: 224) .
Methodology for interviews
In order to explore the approach and opinions of a variety of stakeholders involved in the POT process in UK universities, a selected group of academic staff was interviewed, using a semi-structured approach. In order to obtain participants for the interviews, an initial request was sent via an exploratory e-mail to individuals selected from the current Staff and Educational Development Association (SEDA) Jisc mail list, to participants of a HEA workshop which the researcher attended in 2013 and to colleagues from various institutions for which the researcher had carried out work. A total of fifty-nine individuals were sent invitations, which resulted in nine interviews conducted in total. The majority of the interviewees were working or had worked in academic development or related roles. All had teaching experience in the UK and only one of them had not been exposed fully to a VLE environment as he had retired before VLE became mainstream. However, this participant had worked for the distance learning programmes of a UK HEI, so his input was considered to be relevant.
Analysis of interviews
The questions were grouped in order to cater to different categories of academic staff; they were also focused on two core topics: continuous professional development (CPD) and peer observation of teaching (POT). This focus aimed to explore how POT fits into current CPD schemes available in universities.
The interview process revealed that each participant had her/his own unique experience of the topic. However, there were some recurrent themes. One key theme emerging from the interviews was the use of technology and the rapid rise of e-learning environments. With regard to POT, subjects with considerable relevant experience (twenty years and over) mentioned the QAA Subject Review and the compulsory evaluative implementation of POT, whilst those with less than twenty years' experience focused on the developmental POT model.
Almost all participants had experienced POT as observer or observee, indicating that it is a standard procedure in universities. The one participant who had never experienced POT noted that, as her job was largely administrative, it fell outside academic practice.
All participants agreed that e-learning had developed rapidly and that it has now become mainstream; as one participant remarked, it is regarded as "the way forward" (PRT1). The academic developers within the interview participants noted that e-learning serves to meet increased demand for higher education, but that the pressing challenge now is "mainstreaming the uses of technology into skills training" (PRT3). Regarding the incorporation of e-learning within CPD, participants generally noted that their institutions provide training on e-learning through postgraduate certificate programmes. One participant confirmed that they were designing a specific programme for distance and blended learning, as their institution's share of distance learning programmes was growing rapidly (PRT1).
However, another participant revealed that their institution had wound up its first certificate programme in e-learning a few years previously (PRT4). All the institutions mentioned by the participants provided some e-learning training within their CPD schemes, whether as postgraduate certificate programmes or specific training to implement new technologies, such as a new VLE. One participant believed that institutional vision could encourage lecturers to be more innovative in the use of technology as part of the Technology Enhanced Learning strategy (PRT3). This consideration was also highlighted by the 2013 paper published as part of the CLL partnership (ALT, 2013).
Individual experience of POT
The responses about peer observation of teaching revealed that almost all of the respondents (eight out of nine) had undertaken it, with all of those having participated both as observer and observee. One participant regarded himself as a "peer observation enthusiast", asserting that he learned more by observing others than "from articles and research" (PRT1), however, another respondent admitted to being "...not too keen on peer observation of teaching" (PRT2). The one respondent with no exposure to POT managed a professional development programme for practitioners and believed that her "mentoring" of distance learning tutors amounted partially to a POT process (PRT5).
A common characteristic of respondents was that the POT schemes implemented were developmental in nature. However, a participant who had experienced POT first through the QAA Subject Review noted that it had created an environment of mistrust and partiality, owing to institutional, departmental or even political rivalries (PRT2), as also confirmed in the literature by O'Connor (2009), Gosling, (2005) , Allen (2002) and Cosh (1998) .
From the point of view of the observee, one of the participants claimed that the POT process allows teachers to become "less inhibited and freer to teach in their own personal style" (PRT1). Another emphasised the benefits from both pedagogical and practical points of view: "the benefits are that when we did the observations we would have somebody who'd be an academic but we'd also use somebody who would be an e-learning technologist…There's so many things that having peer assessment helps with both from an academic and a technology perspective so that's why we use the two" (PRT9)
An interesting common comment concerned the extent to which the observers themselves benefited from the process. Respondent PRT6 maintained that "the benefits are stronger for being observer", and PRT1 claimed that "watch[ing] the class interactions gives you a three dimensional view of educational experiences." These comments accord with literature which emphasises the beneficial aspects of POT schemes (Gosling, 2014; Bell and Cooper, 2013) .
In terms of the potential disadvantages of the POT experience, participants cited concerns for its use as an evaluative or HR tool: "I think as long as you don't get threatened by the process if it is not graded if again it is just discussion and then you can get a lot from it" (PRT7). There was also a concern about feeling judged: "it becomes much more personal observation of personal style and personality so it becomes quite challenging and that and you know people can be quite defensive". (PRT5) One participant felt that the value of POT was limited: "the intention is quality control but…it is a formal procedure only. After certain years it does not benefit as one develops its own best teaching way…once the quality of lecturing or teaching reaches to an acceptable level the extra effort could be very marginal" (PRT6).
Institutional POT environment
Whilst most participants confirmed that the objective of the POT processes that they had undertaken was developmental, one participant noted that, in the Further Education (FE) environment, it is still regarded as a managerial procedure and is compulsory. However, she also claimed that, in practice, "you pretend to do it", therefore reducing POT to a box-ticking exercise (PRT7), as affirmed by Shortland (2004) , asserting that staff take part in POT exercises at least in part to comply with institutional policies.
Four participants confirmed that POT was established on an institutional level in their workplace (PRT3, PRT8, PRT7, PRT5). Two respondents stated that their institution had not adopted a formal POT procedure at the institutional level (PRT4, PRT1), so the experience of these participants was based on their own departmental frameworks or on the postgraduate programmes or teacher training programmes their institutions offered. One participant noted that in their institution there was "stiff resistance to POT", owing both to a conservative staff approach and also to the fear that it might develop into an evaluative scheme (PRT1). The second participant, however, did note that their university had recently adopted formal POT guidelines and that the academic development team was currently developing a new developmental scheme for various departments (PRT4). The management of the POT process has been covered by Hammersley-Fletcher and Orsmond (2004) , Lomas and Kinchin (2006), and McMahon et al (2007) . These authors suggest that balancing anxieties and concerns while emphasising the importance of the process may actually reverse negative attitudes towards the POT process.
In terms of the application of POT to the online environment, only two participants had any experience of this, and then rather in the context of the recording of live teaching than monitoring of online teaching as such, although one participant noted that some of their students would be delivering distance learning exclusively, so that observation would need to be undertaken on that basis (PRT8). Both of the academic developers who ran teachertraining programmes as distance learning courses had undertaken such monitoring with their international partner institutions for quality assurance purposes. Their focus was on logistical and technical issues, and a concern to adopt a systematic approach to assessment in a range of circumstances, rather than any belief that POT in the online environment required a fundamentally different approach (PRT8, PRT4 Baker et al (2006) , emphasise the need for such support.
The implementation of POT in e-learning environments appears to be a very immature phenomenon, even for academic developers. One participant concluded that POT "should be a natural part of teaching…like reflective practice", but predicted that it would take "five to ten years" for POT become an embedded part of the academic world as a developmental process (PRT1), a view shared by Bennett and Barp (2008) .
Conclusions
In terms of the application of POT as a general process, institutional policies and centralised frameworks/guidelines are prevalent and these are assumed to cover all learning environments, including e-learning. Whilst there are guidelines and forms for e-learning modes in some cases, the pedagogical or the phenomenographic foundations tend to be assumed to be the same, as confirmed by interviewees. This directly contradicts the recommendations in the literature -for example, Bennett and Barp (2008) . The objective of implementing POT in general is mainly the evaluation of teaching and personal development, and this is also valid for applications in e-learning environments. However, as stated by the interviewees, the application of POT in e-learning environments is sometimes limited to teacher training or PG Cert. programmes. Non-implementation of POT in certain universities appears in some cases to stem from previous evaluative applications, which created a resistance to and mistrust in the process, or alternatively from the university's focus on research rather than teaching, as mentioned. These negative aspects have been noted by various authors in the literature (Allen, 2002; Chism, 2007; Gosling and O'Connor, 2009; Shortland, 2010) . However, it would be difficult to apply these statements generally across the whole of the UK HE sector.
The application of POT in the e-learning environment can be seen to cover all kinds of online synchronous and asynchronous activities in distance learning, online learning and blended learning programmes. Feedback on online POT, according to the analyses of university documents, tends to be given in written form, as there are institutional forms to fill in, but they also include an oral component, relating to either pre-or post-observation discussion. The existing limited literature on the subject seems to bear this out (Gosling, 2014; Swinglehurst, 2008) . POT is generally considered in a positive light, according to both the relevant literature (Bennett and Barp, 2008; Beckton and Penney, 2011; Harper and Nicolson, 2012) and the interviews and analysis of university documents. POT in e-learning environments is also deemed to make a positive contribution.
Some of the more negative comments made by the interviewees have helped to address the secondary research question, which focused on the limiting effects of digital/virtual environments. Technical problems were mentioned by the interviewees, as well as bureaucratic aspects. These barriers have been discussed by Bennett and Barp (2008) and also by Tonkin and Baker (2003) .
It was not possible to identify specific guidelines or processes for e-learning environments. However, the information obtained through these data sources strongly suggests that POT in general terms in the UK context is acceptable by staff only if applied for developmental purposes. Moreover, as confirmed in the literature, (Gosling, 2005; Hammersley-Fletcher and Orsmond, 2005; Allen, 2012) , an institutional drive for implementation is required, together with institutional understanding that the process needs to avoid being a burden on staff, especially in the context of distance learning teaching undertaken by part-time or atypical staff. Additionally, in terms of requirements for quality control, there is a need for maintenance of evidence in the e-learning environments.
Overall, the study indicated that the application of POT in e-learning environments is not yet fully developed. Whilst the sample cohort included in the study cannot be seen to be representative of the UK HE sector as a whole, it does provide an insight into current practice. Although implementation of POT in e-learning environments is developing slowly, academic developers and academic development centres in the universities tend to believe that the pedagogy underlying it should be the same as for classroom-based POT. However, they also acknowledge that implementation needs to accommodate the characteristics of the digital technologies employed in delivery. Future research on this subject should examine various technologies and their impact on the POT process. E-learning environments currently create technical barriers and also make many academics nervous, as they constitute a novel vehicle for teaching. Moreover, they are also a source of concern for administration, as maintenance of evidence is seen as problematic. In the light of the recently proposed Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF), QAA's response to the Green Paper affirms that the coverage of such frameworks should go "beyond teaching and look into broader aspects of learning environment and assessment processes", thus broadening the scope to include e-learning environments (QAA,2016:6) . In this context, it is important to note that some academics view the POT as a snapshot in time rather than as a long-term evaluation tool, as one reader of Derfel Owen's blog on the Times Higher Education website remarked (Owen, 2015) . However, the Vice-Chancellor of the University of Hertfordshire, Quintin McKellar, supports "the class observation as the way for the academics who would seek promotion on the basis of their teaching" (Grove and King, 2015) . Therefore the proposed TEF seems to have started a fresh debate about POT in terms of measuring teaching quality and the skills offered by academics.
Further research is needed on this subject both at macro and micro level. At the macro level, a more comprehensive survey of policy and implementation in UK HEI.s would be valuable. At the micro level, in-depth case studies of implementations of POT e-learning environments could be carried out at university level, or comparative studies undertaken of the application of POT in e-learning environments in selected UK universities. Such studies could attempt to build up empirical evidence as to whether POT really can deliver better teaching in the online environment, and also assemble detailed guidelines for its implementation, taking into consideration the pedagogical implications of the differences between online and face-toface teaching, as suggested in the literature. Finally, owing to the 'reprofessionalization' of teachers engaging in e-learning environments, as suggested by Rogers (2013:231) , it would also be worthwhile to research POT processes in terms of promoting 'best practice' among colleagues. This would also look into teaching quality, as the proposed TEF seeks to embrace a wider learning environment than on-campus teaching. Since existing literature does not focus on how POT contributes to the development of skills in virtual environments, it would be valuable to focus on, for example, communication skills or management of intercultural contexts in virtual environments, and on how POT can identify development opportunities in order to enhance the learning experience of a diverse and global student cohort.
